The fact that Macedonia has unique and well-preserved natural resources, large number of traditional rural households and much supplementary potential, imposes great future challenges towards rural tourism development. Moreover, due to ever-growing interest of international market in rural lifestyle, rural tourism sounds like inevitable alternative for economic development. The paper uses a qualitative approach to illustrate the ambient for development of tourism in rural areas in Macedonia. In this respect, the research outlines the current possibilities seriously to consider rural areas to be added to the current tourism supply in Macedonia, by highlighting the barriers of rural tourism from a perspective of a problem or a challenge. The paper points out that Macedonia needs to undertake serious measures and activities on central and local level for incorporating many rural areas in enriching tourism supply and boosting modest tourism development.
INTRODUCTION
Rural tourism is very popular in the international tourism market, and occurs in almost every country, particularly in Europe which became the world leader. It is often seen as a key solution to creating jobs and raising living standard and local economic development. Being able to be developed with relatively little investment credit, training, and capital, are main advantages of rural tourism. It is less costly, need not involve dependency on outside firms and their decisions on whether they want to be in an area, and provides a base for these small businesses that might not otherwise be in rural communities because of their small populations. Macedonia has 2,075,301 inhabitants out of which 17.6% live in pure rural municipalities, 99.5% of rural economy encompasses individual rural enterprises, and 27.1% of poor population live in rural areas. The ratio urban-rural population changed over the years, from 74: 26 in 1948, 58:42 in 2002 , to 68:31 in 2008. There are 1,767 settlements in Macedonia, out of which 34 urban and 1,733 rural settlements. The fact that Macedonia has unique and well-preserved natural resources, large number of traditional rural households and much supplementary potential, imposes great challenges for rural tourism development. Yet, unlike many countries which discover the benefits of rural tourism over local and regional tourism development, Macedonia notes modest results in this area. The heterogeneous landscape, field configuration, natural resources as well as ethnography support the necessity of implementing planning process in introducing and developing rural tourism development. The objective of this paper is to illustrate the ambient for development of tourism in rural areas in Macedonia by highlighting the barriers of rural tourism from a perspective of a problem or a challenge. For this purpose, the paper applies the qualitative approach in outlining the current possibilities seriously to consider rural areas to be added to the current tourism supply in Macedonia. The paper is structured in several parts. After the introductory part, Section two presents the literature review. The general framework for rural tourism development in Macedonia is noted in Section three, while the barriers and challenges are presented in the last section. The paper contributes to the literature review on the rural tourism in Macedonia, along with some findings [6] and [16] .
LITERATURE REVIEW
A research literature has emerged on the concept of rural tourism. Its complex nature ( Figure 1 ) results with many links among the elements and issues, thus making its defining very problematic. So, in order to describe tourism in rural areas, many terms are used, like: farm tourism, green tourism, soft tourism, country experience, ecotourism, etc. A variety of interpretation is offered but generally includes activities and interests in farms, nature, adventure, sport, health, education, arts, and heritage. It was found that rural areas often build tourism due to the existence of local amenities like historical sites, natural beauty, and clean air [9] . To that [11] and [14] add cultural traditions and values, while [25] and [15] further include family patterns, folklore, social customs, museums, monuments, historical structures and landmarks. This was further developed by [24] . Over the years, rural areas were often faced with many changes that limited their developing options and forced them to look for nontraditional ways to sustain themselves [7] , [23] and [26] . So, they found tourism to be a challengeable tool for creating jobs and raising living standard. This was particularly the case for many economically and socially depressed rural areas [2] , [4] [5] , [8] , [10] [12], [17] [18] , [20] [21] [22] . Rural areas realize that possess many alternative sources (like tradition, culture, and heritage) which may enable them to sustain local economies and to encourage local development [13] , [19] .
GENERAL FRAMEWORK FOR RURAL TOURISM IN MACEDONIA
Early 2000s may be noted as years for beginning of rural tourism development in Macedonia, generally initiated by donor funded projects. From a logistic point of view, this issue generally is covered by the Law on tourism (2004), Law on hospitality (2004) and Law on tourism development zones (2012). This urged the need of preparing many key documents related to rural tourism development on various levels. In this regard, Macedonia has many strategic documents, like: National strategy for regional development 2009-2019, National strategy for sustainable development 2009-2030, National strategy for tourism 2016-2021 and National strategy for rural tourism 2012-2017. Furthermore, the municipalities develop strategic documents on local level, like local economic development strategies, local action plans, annual programs, etc. They also develop various studies and documents for developing tourism and some specific tourism forms for the destinations. Several key institutions on various levels are responsible for rural development issue in Macedonia. The national policy level consists of the Ministry of economy, Ministry of agriculture, Ministry of transport and communications (for the issues of infrastructure, airports, loans), Agency for tourism promotion, Agency for support of agriculture development, Agency for financial support of underdeveloped agricultural regions, etc. The regional policy level consists of regional development centers and local branch offices of the ministry of agriculture. The local executive policy level is consisted of municipalities, local action groups (NGOs), and various local networks for rural development. There is also a cross level (policy and executive) actors, like: the donors (EU, GIZ, UNDP, SDC, SIDA, SWG, USAID, World Bank), tourism chambers, educational institutions, business sector (providers, guides, locals, farmers, etc.), etc. Figure 2 presents some positive examples of individual initiatives of rural tourism in Macedonia. They all offer to tourists pleasant experiences related to the natural environment, historic heritage, and cultural patterns [3] , along with offering adventure, sports, festivals, crafts, and general sightseeing. Having in mind that culture, tradition and heritage are often well preserved in rural and peripheral areas, they become valuable resources for their socioeconomic development.
BARRIERS AND CHALLENGES FOR RURAL TOURISM
Rural areas in Macedonia are facing some general weaknesses that have negative profound impact over its development, like: decrease in rural population; unfavorable age structure; small and old households; unfavorable educational structure; lethargy; lack of awareness; lack of finance; new professions etc. In this line, the current potential threats may act as additional barriers for rural tourism, like: conflicts between local community and tourists; marginalization; neglecting traditions; lack of coordination between old and new approach of tourism development; competition to other tourism types; degradation of natural and anthropogenic surrounding; fear of new way of thinking and acting; migration and depopulation etc. Hence, further development in rural tourism strongly depends on:
-The public policies directed towards specific investments tailored according to the needs of specific region; -Efforts to increase tourist accommodation capacity and occupancy rate; and -Significant efforts to increase rural tourism income as a precondition for regions' tourism development. On the other side, some positive impulse occur in the attempt Macedonia to address rural tourism as part of a comprehensive regional development strategy. In this context, following challenges arise: investments; popularity; short vocations; new frontiers; employment; new technologies; categorization; local food; tourism clusters; package tours; differentiation in tourism supply, etc. It is pointlessly to have excellent natural surroundings, firm catering resources and steady accommodation capacities if additional institutional support is missing. In this line, the central and local government may raise initiatives for strengthening and enhancing existing status of rural tourism. So, current diversified structure of attractiveness should be accompanied by an adequate policy since poor investments result with poor development. Consequently, one may argue the necessity of introducing different fiscal and economic measures, like: subsidies, subventions, tax deductions, employment opportunities, revision and control, etc. Furthermore, there is an urgent need for taking measures in: infrastructure improvement, accommodation renovation, improvement of electricity empowering system, reanimation of private sector in rural communities, revival of neglected and forgotten traditional professions, education and training on positive effects of rural tourism, preservation of natural, anthropogenic and cultural values etc. Further in this context, some similar supportive measures and activities may be introduced, like: the need for starting-up tourist agencies with rural tourism supply or demand as their main scope of work; creating specific profile of rural tourist guide, as well as strengthening human resources by introducing rural tourism police, managers of rural tourism zones and other experts in the field of rural catering. Various activities have been already practiced in some rural areas in Macedonia, or can be further introduced to enrich tourism supply, like: cheese-making at a local goat/sheep farm, giving cooking classes for cooking various local traditional Macedonian specialties or doing some traditional activities like knitting, herbs and plants picking and making personal organic cosmetic products, bird watching, photo sessions in the nature, selfaromatherapy hours and weekends, traditional fishing walk to natural waterfalls and caves, hiking and mountain climbing with a tour guide, donkey-ride, jeep safari to hunting reserves, etc.
CONCLUSION
Rural areas in Macedonia do possess various attractions (the natural and manmade features both within and adjacent to a community) and offer satisfactory hospitality to tourists (both, by community residents, and employees in tourism businesses and attractions). On the other hand, tourism infrastructure, like: access facilities (roads, airports, trains, and buses) water and power services, parking, signs, and recreation facilities needs substantial improvements. This also stands for the services, like: lodging, restaurants, and the various retail businesses that take care of tourists' needs. The final component needed for successful rural tourism development is the promotion in terms of marketing of a community and its tourism attractions to potential tourists. Despite many efforts in creating a base for rural tourism development in Macedonia, still more needs to be done. Many ongoing projects should be further supported by the donors, upgraded and implemented by the regional development centers of the planning regions. Such is the project for developing a register of potentials that are especially important for rural tourism as an inventory list that will add to the current tourism supply of many regions in Macedonia. When having a comprehensive data on various aspects related to rural tourism development, one may focus on specific area, like: environment, population, economic activity, production and services, access, transport and travel, culture, cultural activities, sport and recreation, accommodation and restaurants, attendance of tourists and tourist consumption. Hence, the modest up-to-date results in this area, urges the necessity for identifying effective strategic framework for enhancing rural tourism.
